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The development of the Association of Business Schools’ (ABS) list in 2007 and its 
rapid adoption by UK business schools has had a profound effect on the nature of 
business and management academics’ ways of working. Using a large-scale survey of 
UK business academics, we assess the extent to which individuals use the Academic 
Journal Guide (AJG/ABS) list in their day-to-day professional activities. In particular, 
we explore how their perceptions of the list, the academic influence of their research, 
academic rank and organizational context drive the varied use. Building on prior 
research on the importance of univalent attitudes in predicting behaviour, we find those 
who have either strong positive or negative views of the list are more extensive users 
than those who are ambivalent. We also find that the extent of use of the AJG/ABS list 
is greatest among those academics who have lower academic influence, in the middle 
or junior ranks within Business Schools and in middle and low-status universities. We 
explore the implications of these findings for the value of journal rankings and for the 
management of business schools. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In evaluating research quality there has been an observable shift internationally toward 
utilizing more rankings based appraisal methods as a means to measuring the quality 
of research, with these approaches being embedded in other methods of appraisal such 
as research assessment exercises (Coupé, Ginsbury and Noury, 2010; Hicks 2012). It 
is certainly the case that there is a widely held perception that rankings have become 
an intrusive element in academic life. However, the literature provides a rich set of 
rationales, both positive and negative, for the use of ranking mechanisms such as 
journal lists. Some view the diffusion of ranking lists as a malicious development, 
which further exacerbates the tendency in academic life towards greater managerialism, 
undermining academic integrity and leading to a stale, uniform research culture 
(Aguinis, Shapiro, Antonacopoulou, and Cummings, 2014; Starbuck, 2005; White, 
Carvalho, and Riordan, 2011; Winter, 2009). In contrast, others suggest that lists have 
become a critical device to enable efficient decision-making about research quality 
among a broad range of fields, assisting in activities such as promotions and hiring, 
workload arrangements, submissions to the research evaluation exercises, and 
allocating resources (Agrawal et al., 2011; Beattie and Goodacre, 2012; Giles and Garand, 
2007; Reinstein and Calderon, 2006; Voss, 2010).  
The embeddedness of lists within every sphere of academic life makes 
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understanding academic’s perceptions of journal lists important as part of wider 
discussions about the changing nature of universities, including the spread of the ‘audit 
culture’ to this domain (Craig, Amernic and Tourish, 2014). Given their perceived 
economic and social importance, universities have been subject to greater levels of 
attention in terms of accountability and assessment from governments and students 
(Antonelli and Fassio, 2016). Assessing the quality and quantity of the research 
generated has become important to influencing the relationship between the economic 
resources directed towards universities and the amount of knowledge generated 
(Auranen and Nieminen, 2010; Hicks 2012). This discourse linking academia to the 
international competitiveness of countries is supported by the New Public Management 
ideology (Hood, 1995), of which the UK, (including Australia and New Zealand) is 
regarded as a pacesetter (Lapsley, 2009). Lists are more broadly used in social sciences, 
and to some extent the humanities, than science where bibliometrics have a more 
dominant role. The role of audit and assessment mechanisms such as journal rankings 
may therefore be seen as a specific case of the market-focused philosophy impacting 
public institutions generally (Craig et al, 2014).  
UK universities have been absorbing managerialist public sector trends since 
the Jarrat Report (1985) and are now part of the “audit explosion” (Power, 1994, 1997) 
affecting all public-sector agencies. This audit explosion has two features common to 
all agencies as outlined by Lapsley (2009), first there is the preoccupation with target 
setting. As a result, universities have been accused of ‘gaming’ the Research Excellence 
Framework in terms of numbers of staff submitted (Stern Review, 2016), lobbying for 
journals to be included in journal lists such as the Financial Times 45 (Craig, et al, 
2014) and the practice of individual academics to target journal outputs (Hussain, 
2013). Second is the compliance mentality resulting from target setting, which may 
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lead to perverse and dysfunctional behaviour (Gendron, 2008; Whitley, 2000) and 
reduced intrinsic motivation (Morris, 2006), thereby weakening engagement.  
The case of business schools is of interest to this debate as these are 
multidisciplinary institutions of significance within the university due to Business and 
Management academics making up a significant proportion of staff and providing 
substantial income (Piercy, 2000). They also operate under the shadow of a wide range 
of rankings and accreditation systems, which shape their ability to attract students and 
other resources. In this way business schools are in the forefront of the wider trends 
impacting how universities are managed and business school journal lists provide an 
insight into how one aspect of evaluation is perceived and shapes the behaviour of 
academics. This raises questions like: What factors lead academics to use journal lists 
more extensively? What role does the context in which individuals work and their 
personal circumstances have on the extent of list use? 
Our study is informed by the literature on individual academics and institutional 
rankings (Easton and Easton, 2003; Gendron, 2008; Gillies, 2012; Harman, 2000; 
James, 2011; Knowles and Michielsens, 2011; Manna, 2008; Moed, 2007; Morris et 
al., 2011; Northcott and Linacre, 2010; Oswald, 2007; Piercy, 2000), the psychology 
of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1988) as well as attitude strength (Conner and Sparks, 
2002; Thompson  et al; 1995) and the specific contextual features of business schools 
(Butler et al, 2015; Hussain, 2015). To examine our research questions in detail, we 
draw upon four different sources of data, including a large-scale survey of academics 
working at UK business schools. The survey mainly, but not exclusively, focused on 
the Academic Journal Guide (AJG)/Association of Business Schools (ABS) list, from 
here on referred to as the AJG/ABS list. The reason for this is that, while the AJG/ABS 
list is one of a number of rankings, it is by far the most extensively used ranking 
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instrument in the UK with over 89 per cent of academics working in business schools 
in the UK saying they use this list (Walker et al., 2015). Linking this data to information 
on websites, the Research Excellence Framework (REF) census, and individuals’ 
publication records in Scopus, we explore the predictors of academics’ extensive use 
of the journal list in terms of their individual and contextual factors. The analysis is 
based on both a descriptive account as well as several generalised least squares models. 
INDIVIDUAL AND INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS DETERMINING USE OF 
THE AJG/ABS LIST 
University research in the UK is evaluated through six yearly audits entitled 
‘research selectivity exercises’, the most recent being entitled the Research Excellence 
Framework (REF). In Business and Management, the REF is based on peer review.  
the quality of individual papers submitted to the REF is increasingly perceived 
by academics to be evaluated through the outlets in which they are published through 
journal ratings lists (Broadberry and Pidd, 2016). The most prevalent of these lists was 
produced (as the ABS list) by the now retitled (following Royal Charter) Chartered 
Association of Business Schools and renamed the Academic Journal Guide (AJG) in 
2015. The AJG/ABS list began life as a list of all the journals from which three or more 
articles were submitted to the business and management panel of the RAE in 2001. 
Other journals were then added through comparison with lists from six UK business 
schools (Morris et al., 2010). The list, by explicitly consolidating UK institutional lists, 
reduced the relevance of institution specific lists with Aston’s 2008 list being one of 
the last formal lists of its type and was derived using both metrics and “expert opinion” 
of scholars representing sub-disciplines within business and management. 
It must be said that the UK context is not alone in the development of journal 
lists. Harzing (2017) provides a continuously updated ‘list of lists’, which consolidates 
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attempts in Australia, the US, France, Denmark among others to provide rankings of 
journals in business and management. In some cases, lists are mandated by official 
governmental research bodies, such as the Centre national de la recherche scientifique 
in France. In other cases, they have been developed by associations (Australian 
Business Deans Council) or specific institutions (Erasmus Research Institute of 
Management list in the Netherlands).  That lists and journal metrics are used so 
extensively outside the context of the particular national context in the UK in itself 
highlights the broader impact of lists as a component of the “audit society” in academia 
demonstrating a diffusion effect (Morris and Lancaster, 2005). 
Much of the debate about academic journal lists in general, and the AJG/ABS 
list in particular, has focused on the detail of their construction and development. 
Concerns have been raised about explicit and implicit biases against certain subject 
areas, most notably accounting (e.g. Hoepner and Unerman 2012, Hussain 2011, Morris 
et al. 2011) and to a lesser extent retail (Findlay and Sparks, 2010) and human resource 
management (Stewart, 2005). In our analysis, we have been careful to incorporate 
subject area differences.  
Anecdotal evidence suggests that this list is commonly used in UK business 
schools for hiring, probation and promotion decisions. While it was the case that 
different institutions used a combination of evaluation methods such as the citation 
metrics and peer review, it is nevertheless clear that in preparing their REF 2014 
submissions, institutions relied heavily on the ‘ABS list’ as a proxy for the sub-panel’s 
likely assessment (By et al., 2013). Indeed, anecdotal accounts are corroborated by 
evidence from a large-scale survey used in this study where 89.2% of participants 
perceived that their business school used the list “to decide which individuals to submit 
to the Research Excellence Framework (REF)” (Walker et al., 2015) despite the 
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requirement by the REF panel itself to avoid the use of any journal list and instead to 
rely strictly on peer review (Broadberry and Pidd, 2016). 
The use of journal lists by UK business schools has also been critically 
scrutinized. As a consequence of their ‘one size fits all’ logic, it has been argued, journal 
lists condition the research activity of academics by suppressing the diversity of topics 
and methods thereby constricting innovation and critique (e.g., Adler and Harzing, 
2009; Alvesson and Sandberg, 2013; Lawrence, 2008; Macdonald and Kam, 2007; 
Northcott and Linacre, 2010). In addition, the use of journal rankings has been thought 
to create a sort of ‘list fetishism’ in which the journal assumes a greater importance 
than the content of the paper (e.g. Hussain, 2015; Mingers and Willmott 2013; Willmott 
2011). Alternatively, the use of journal lists has been defended by those who see them 
as a generally accepted means of ranking journals by academics (Morris, et al., 2009; 
Rowlinson et al, 2011; Rowlinson et al, 2015) and much of the literature also notes the 
acceptance and promotion of journal lists by academic managers such as Deans 
(Agyemang and Broadbent, 2015; De Rond and Miller, 2005; MacDonald and Kam, 
2007; Mingers and Willmott, 2010; Willmott, 2011). A recent bibliometric analysis 
suggests that journals with high rankings in lists are more supportive of innovative, 
interdisciplinary, and diverse papers, but tend to favour more quantatitive methods than 
lower ranked journals (Vogel, et al. 2017). However, little empirical research has 
revealed academic’s attitudes towards the use of lists. Most surveys of league tables 
and ranking systems have focused upon the views of senior managers and leaders (see 
Hazelcorn, 2007, 2008, 2009). Where academics have been consulted, such as in 
Harley’s (2002) survey of social science and business related disciplines in the 
aftermath of 2001 RAE, this showed staff hostility towards the exercise but attitudes 
towards and use of specifically journal lists are largely unknown. 
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Given the divergent views on the AJG/ABS list, we sought to develop a neutral 
survey instrument, with questions that allowed respondents to express both positive and 
negative views about the list and its impact on their working practices. To this end, we 
were careful to review the prior literature on the negative and positive effects of the 
AJG/ABS list, as well as the wider context of the assessment of research quality. Thus, 
the statements were chosen and adapted from previous literature discussing the 
advantages and disadvantages of journal guides (e.g., Willmott 2011).   
While we may intuitively expect that those who have a positive view of lists are 
more likely to use them in a variety of professional circumstances than those with a 
negative view, the literature from psychology provides a different perspective based on 
the importance of social conformity and attitude strength as influences on behaviour 
(Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). In general, the use of journal lists may be explained by the 
theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen 1988), whereby perceived behavioural control 
determines both intentions and behaviour. In terms of scholarly publishing and other 
professional decisions, descriptive norms (Rivis and Sheeren, 2003) may be important 
as these are perceptions of significant others’ own attitudes and behaviours in the 
domain. Here the opinions and actions of significant others provide information that 
people use in deciding what to do themselves (e.g., if the Research Dean is targeting 
the list then it must be the necessary/good thing to do).  
 The theory also suggests that attitudes are more predictive of subsequent 
behaviour if they are more univalent than ambivalent (Conner and Sparks, 2002). 
Ambivalence may arise as a result of internal conflict within individuals between their 
own academic values and institutionally required behaviour (strong institutional norms) 
in response to journal rankings (Agyemang and Broadbent, 2015), leading to inactivity 
by individuals. 
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Hypothesis 1. Academics who exhibit strong views towards the AJG/ABS list 
(either positive or negative) will display a greater likelihood to use this list 
compared to those who are more ambivalent to the list. 
Academic influence tends to be highly skewed, with a small number of faculty –
typically, those who have developed the skills or networks to enable them to effectively 
meet the requirements of leading journals – accounting for the majority share of 
published papers and citations (Seglen, 1992, Baum 2011, Baum 2012). Scholars with 
high academic citations and that have experience at publishing at the highest level are 
typically well versed in determining the ‘value’ of particular journals. In contrast, those 
scholars with few citations and with a more modest set of writing projects are liable to 
carefully target their research in domains where they are most likely to be successful. 
They are inclined to rely on ‘cues’ from journal lists about viable outlets for their 
research (De Rond and Miller, 2005; Malsch and Tessier, 2015). It is also the case that 
while journal lists are occasionally adjusted, the majority of journals do not change 
their position and, where they do, the adjustment is typically upward. Thus, more 
experienced publishing scholars are less likely to need to access ranking lists as 
extensively as those who are less experienced in the publishing game. Hence we argue, 
Hypothesis 2: The greater an individual’s academic influence, the lower will be 
their use of the AJG/ABS list. 
While not the sole criteria, for most universities, promotion requires a significant 
contribution to knowledge, evidenced by a sustained record of publication (Becher, 
1989; Merton, 1973). The emphasis on research outputs differs across stages of 
academic careers. Specifically, in the early and mid-career stages there tends to be a 
strong emphasis on meeting expectations for research outputs, leading scholars in their 
earlier careers to place more emphasis on publications over other aspects of their job 
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role (Becher 1989, Jacobs and Winslow 2004). It may be that mid-career academics are 
hungry for information on which academic outlets to target if they are at a point where 
they wish to experiment by submitting work in different fields than their own area of 
expertise. Alternatively, they may be looking to find ways to increase the perceived 
quality of their outputs by targeting journals up the rankings ladder; or they may need 
to consult journal lists more regularly due to higher initial rejections from journal 
editors as they learn to refine their work to make it attractive to differing academic 
communities. In contrast, professors, who have reached the apogee of the academic 
career ladder, can be expected to be more knowledgeable about the publication process 
and less interested in conforming to expectations about where to publish. As a result of 
seniority, these professors may also have a greater willingness to overlook exhortations 
to publish in particular outlets by local research managers, and also to head off a 
significant threat to their position within an organization. Thus,  
Hypothesis 3: Professors will use the AJG/ABS list less than mid-rank and 
junior scholars. 
The landscape of UK Business Schools is diverse, but all institutions are subject 
in various ways to research evaluation. For example, the QS World University 
Rankings are largely based on relative research and employer reputation, and citation 
performance. In addition, teaching-based rankings, such as the Financial Times MBA 
ranking or the Guardian’s University Guide, also incorporate research performance in 
their composite measures of institutional ‘quality’. Yet, it is clear that the REF plays a 
central role in status ranking among UK business schools. This is not simply based on 
allocation of research income, it is also about the relative position of a school in relation 
to others.  
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Building on the notion of middle-status conformity (Asch 1951; Phillips and 
Zuckerman, 2001), we expect that use of the list is greatest among business schools in 
the middle of the status distribution. This is because in high status institutions the 
reference group for comparison is partly non-UK, such as leading North American or 
continental European institutions. In addition, high status institutions can draw on local 
subject matter experts to guide them about journal status and therefore they may be less 
inclined to adhere by the AJG/ABS list itself. At the other end of the spectrum, 
individuals working at low research status institutions may be disengaged from the 
wider publication game. Indeed, individuals at these organizations may be detached 
from the formal requirement to publish research at an international level, instead 
focusing their efforts on teaching and local engagement and research. These individuals 
may also lack the resources, networks and skills to obtain these publications, and 
therefore withdraw from the ‘race for publications’. However, for those individuals 
working at middle status business schools, the desire to match the requirements and 
expectations of the higher status organizations is liable to be great. In this context, 
individuals themselves may possess sufficient resources, networks and skills to aspire 
to publish at an international level. Moreover, their local context may be keen to support 
their efforts, hoping to obtain the status benefits associated with successfully 
participating in the REF. In addition, local research managers may include expectations 
for the REF into promotion, hiring and resourcing decisions, further reinforcing 
individual’s own predilections to engage in the status competition. 
Hypothesis 4: The status of an academic’s institution will be curvilinearly 
related (inverted U-shaped) to their use of the AJG/ABS list, such that 
academics at high and low-status institutions are likely to utilize the list less 
extensively than those working in middle status institutions.  
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METHODS 
Data and Sample 
The context for our study is the population of academics working at UK business 
schools in the period immediately following the REF 2014. Our research approach 
combines information from four independent sources: (1) business schools’ websites, 
(2) the REF census, (3) publication data and (4) a large-scale survey.1 
The initial stage of the data collection involved capturing data from UK 
universities’ business school websites that included gender and academic rank. These 
details were gathered at three points in time. The initial collection was made directly 
prior to the 2014 REF census in late 2013; the second round was conducted the 
following year where email addresses were also captured and the data were finally 
updated in 2015, when all researchers’ names and contact details were double-checked 
on the web to ensure they were as accurate and current as possible. The second source 
was the REF census. This included the REF scores and individual research outputs. 
Third, to capture information on publications, we matched our data on faculty with 
individual’s publication information that was obtained from Elsevier’s Scopus. The 
searches of authors’ records and downloading their publications were performed in July 
2014 using the ‘author preview’ function in Scopus. These data were then manually 
checked, utilising information from websites and other sources. We also employed 
ranking data taken from the AJG/ABS list (AJG 2015).  
The final element in the study was a large-scale survey conducted in 2015 (see 
also Salter et a. 2017). The survey data used came from a larger research project 
examining the ways business academics’ view journal lists as a method of research 
                                                 
1 This paper builds on a larger research project on business academics attitudes towards assessment 
systems, including impact with non-academic audiences (Salter et al. 2017).  
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assessment. As an element of this inquiry, we administered an on-line questionnaire to 
all academics working in business schools that were included in RAE 2008, with the 
addition of University College London. In order to ensure clean records for the survey, 
we attempted to remove individuals who were not expected to be potentially research 
active. Thus, the participants’ list included Senior Teaching fellows but excluded 
Teaching Associates/Teaching fellows, Visiting, Honorary, Emeritus faculty, and PhD 
students. The final population analysed was made up of 8,002 academics from 90 UK 
business and management schools.  
The survey was designed iteratively. First, we assembled questions from prior 
studies and then developed our own bespoke questions. We then piloted the survey with 
more than 20 business and management scholars, the majority of whom were based 
outside the UK but had recently worked at UK universities. Based on the results of the 
pilot, we adjusted the text of the questions and then re-ran the pilots with a smaller 
group of faculty. The survey was open for one month, and non-respondents were asked 
to participate three times. In total, we received responses from 1,945 participants, 
leaving us with a response rate of just over 24%.  
As part of the project, we linked the survey data with public information from 
business school websites. To do this, we followed a several stage protocol to ensure the 
de-identification of the data, as was explained to respondents on the project website. 
First, we replaced the personal names and institutional affiliation information in the 
survey data with a randomly assigned token number, an approach called 
pseudonymisation. Second, we created another set of random tokens for the individual 
names and institutional affiliations to be used to capture information about individuals 
from their publications and REF data. Third, we linked the two sets of tokens via 
separate files. All files were also individually password protected and held on secure 
  14 
 
   
 
servers. This approach ensured that the survey data and other personal information were 
never combined on a single file, and therefore the data used for analysis contains no 
personal identifying information.  
In order to check the reliability of the pool of responses, we undertook two 
approaches to identify potential bias in our sample. First, we compared the academic 
ranks of those who completed the survey against the overall sample, distinguishing 
between institutions’ ranking in REF using their overall Grade Point Average (GPA). 
Given the exclusion of teaching fellows from the population, the sample included a 
slightly higher percentage of professors and a greater proportion of staff from the top 
twenty ranked institutions. Second, we checked the primary expertise of survey 
participants in order to indicate a broad correspondence between survey participants 
and those who were submitted to REF 2014. To do so, the proportion of REF outputs 
was compared to the expertise of participants who completed the survey using the 
subject classifications used in the AJG 2015. Overall, the sample was consistent with 
the broad section of papers submitted to the REF. After excluding responses for non-
item answers and completing matching across the various sources of data, we were left 
with a sample of 1,009 individuals for which we have full information on all the 
variables used in the analysis. 
Measures 
Dependent variable 
The central concern of our study is the use that individual academics make of the AJG/ABS 
list and how extensively they use the list in activities shaping their academic lives. The 
literature highlights at least seven distinct uses in their professional activities that are 
shaped by the list. Specifically, prior works suggest that a commonly cited use, deciding 
where academics should submit their papers is seen to be driven either by institutional 
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forces such as encouragement by Deans or Research Directors (ABS 2010; Alvesson 
and Sandberg 2013; De Rond and Miller 2005; Harley et al 2004; Hussain, 2015; 
MacDonald and Kam, 2007; McNay, 2007; Mingers at al 2009; Parker, 2008; Rebora 
and Turri 2013; Willmott, 2011; Smith et al, 2011) or as a result of gamesmanship by 
academics in response to management control systems (Agyemang and Broadbent; 
2015; Espeland and Sauder, 2007). For those whose research outputs meet the criteria 
defined by particular universities, career mobility and salary enhancement is the 
reward, therefore one might expect use of the AJG/ABS list when framing or assessing 
a promotion case (ABS 2010; Adler & Harzing 2009; Harley et al. 2004; Morris et al 
2009). Similarly, given the embedding of journal lists within academic discourse 
(Agyemang and Broadbent, 2015) the use of such lists to highlight personal 
accomplishments in an appraisal (Adler and Harzing 2009; Agyemang and Broadbent, 
2015; Aspromourgos, 2012; Harley et al 2004; Hogler and Gross, 2009; Willmott, 
2011) and within ones CV (ABS 2010; Agyemang and Broadbent, 2015; Clarke et, al, 
2012; Harley et al 2004;) or when discussing one’s own research with colleagues is 
seen to become more prevalent as use of the list becomes part of academic professional 
identities (Alvesson and Sandberg; 2013), with a powerful normative effect on 
professional practice (Morris, et al 2009; Willmott, 2011). The taken-for-granted nature 
of journal lists as a ranking measure and the redefinition of organisational scripts 
(Agymang and Broadbent, 2015) may lead academics to talk differently about key 
practices as professional identities become bound to such rankings (Hussain, 2015). 
These institutional and professional developments may lead to assessments of the 
research outputs of colleagues based on journal rankings (ABS 2010; Harley et al 2004; 
Morris et al, 2009; Rebora and Turri 2013; Willmott, 2011) or rankings based 
assessments when encouraging junior researchers to read a specific paper (Malsch and 
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Tessier 2014). Accordingly, participants were asked to indicate how frequently they 
use the AJG/ABS List for each of the following activities:  (1) “to  decide  where  to  
submit papers”; (2) “to frame or assess a promotion case”; (3) “to highlight 
accomplishments in an appraisal”; (4) “within someone’s Curriculum Vitae”; (5) “to 
judge the research outputs of other academics”; (6) “to encourage doctoral students or 
colleagues to read a specific paper”; and (7) “to discuss research with colleagues” 
[using a five-point scale listing 1. ‘Never’, 2. ‘Rarely’, 3. ‘Occasionally/sometimes’, 4. 
‘Almost every time’, 5. ‘Always’]. Motivated by the work of Landis, Beal, & Tesluk 
(2000) we took the mean score across the seven categories to capture the extent of use 
of the list in the analysis.2 Table I summarises the responses to the set of questions, 
noting the broad usage, and shows that the list shapes publications strategies, and how 
people frame their contributions and promotion cases. It also appears to be used by a 
significant share of academics to help judge the work of other academics, while a 
sizable minority also use the list when discussing their research with colleagues. 
<TABLE I ABOUT HERE> 
Independent variables 
The survey asked a number of questions enabling participants to provide their views of 
the AJG/ABS list. Specifically, they were asked to indicate their level of agreement 
with the following six negative statements drawn from the literature in relation to the 
AJG/ABS list: “Shifts research efforts away from debates that researchers would like 
to contribute to” and “Fosters a 'research monoculture’” (Clarke et al, 2012; Mingers 
and Willmott, 2010; Rafols et al, 2012; Van Fleet et al, 2000; Willmott, 2011). 
“Encourages researchers to focus on issues that are only of interest to other academics 
                                                 
2 We also tested the reliability of the construct by use of factor analysis however we did not find that 
our results were altered but that the goodness-of-fit measures supported our use of the mean measure. 
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rather than practitioners/policy-makers” (Adler and Harzing, 2009) “Promotes 'low 
risk' research”, and “Leads to 'technically well-executed but boring research” (Adler 
and Harzing, 2009; Lawrence, 2008; Macdonald and Kam, 2007), “Rewards journals 
that strive to 'imitate a US-oriented model of scholarship'” (Willmott, 2011). To 
provide a balanced view and also to ensure that respondents did not tick down the list, 
participants were also asked about their level of agreement with several positive or 
neutral statements in relation to the AJG/ABS list: “Helps research efforts to get 
recognized”, “Helps researchers to make judgments about the quality of research 
being undertaken by a researcher in their field” “Motivates academics to try to achieve 
higher research quality”, “Helps researchers to make judgments about the quality of 
research being undertaken by a researcher outside their field” (Baden-Fuller et al, 
2000; Kelly et al, 2009; Morris et al, 2010; Morris et al, 2011).3 Participants responses 
to these points were classified on a five point scale expressed from “Strongly disagree”, 
to “Strongly agree”. To derive the independent variables negative views and positive 
views, we took the arithmetic mean of the negative and positive categories 
respectively.4 Table II summarises the responses to the set of questions. 
<TABLE II ABOUT HERE> 
Academic influence. To proxy differences in how individual academic 
contribution influenced scholarship, we considered the researchers’ total number of 
                                                 
3 We excluded one question from the analysis as it could be interpreted as being a neutral statement. 
Specifically, that the AJG/ABS list “Encourages academics to be more targeted in where they publish 
their research”.  
4 The separation between negative and positive views is justified theoretically but we also examined 
the validity of the construct using the Cronbach alpha metrics that indicated consistency within the 
measures by 0.85 (for the negative views construct) and 0.86 (for the positive views construct) but not 
between them (the Cronbach alpha being 0.45). Also, to help to ameliorate concerns that 
multicollinearity was influencing our finding we implemented a Variance Inflation Factor test that 
indicated that there is no issue of multicollinearity. 
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citations, as indicated in their Scopus record, adjusting for their academic age, 
quantified as the number of years since the year of their first publication. 
Academic rank. To assess academic rank, we relied on a survey question. 
Specifically, we asked respondents “What is your current position?”. We then created 
three dummy variables professor, associate professor, and lecturer, coded three binary 
dummy variables when respondents selected “Professor/Chair”, "Associate Professor/ 
Reader/ Senior Lecturer/ Senior Research Fellow/ Principal Research Fellow" or 
"Lecturer/ Assistant Professor/ Research Fellow/ Research Associate". To fill any gaps 
(e.g. relative to respondents who had not completed this question), we relied on the data 
collected from the business schools’ websites. 
Institutional research status. To address the institutions’ research status, we 
considered their Grade Point Average (GPA) calculated from the REF Summary for 
Unit of Assessment 19 - Business and Management (overall rank of institution in REF 
2014). We classified this into three groups: 1. High-status institutions ranked between 
1 and 20: 2. Mid-status institutions ranked between 21 and 50, and 3. Low-status 
institutions those who were ranked over 50.  
Control variables 
At the level of the individual researchers we included in the model two additional 
demographic variables (gender and obtained PhD in the UK). Based on information 
gathered from the business schools’ websites, we created a dummy variable equal to 1 
for male and 0 for female academics. With respect to the PhD institution, we created a 
binary variable equal to 1 if the individuals had earned their PhD from a UK university, 
and 0 otherwise.  
We also derived a variable indicating if the individual was included in the 
Research Exercise Framework (REF), following the data management protocol 
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described above. The REF does not link individuals’ names nor does it provide other 
information such as co-authorship, institution, or research group. In addition, in most 
instances individual’s outputs are clustered, enabling us to use a mixture of fuzzy 
matching and manual checking to link publications to individuals in over 95% of 
instances. 
We included Field dummies to consider any field-specific heterogeneity. This 
information was based on a survey question where we asked respondents to indicate 
their primary area of expertise using the subject classifications used in the Academic 
Journal Guide 2015. This includes 22 discipline areas. 
Finally, we used a variable from the survey (based upon the literature) capturing 
the extent to which the individual perceives their institution uses the AJG/ABS list. The 
goal of this variable is to control for a potential spurious correlation between an 
individual’s use and their institution’s use of the list. In the survey participants were 
asked whether the Business School they work in used the AJG/ABS list for any of the 
following activities: “in its appraisal system”; “in deciding on a case for promotion”; 
“to provide financial rewards for individual research performance”; “to decide which 
individuals to submit to the Research Excellence Framework (REF)”, “to determine 
workloads”, “to determine access to internal funding”, “to hire and recruit”. We took 
the mean of the ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers provided by the respondents.5 
RESULTS 
                                                 
5 We also used exploratory factor analysis to identify dominant factors identifying two as capturing 
72% of the total variance observed. However, we have utilised the variable that combines all seven 
categories as the dependent variable in the analysis that follows. The reason being that the goodness-
of-fit measures were lower when the two-factor measure was applied, supporting the use of the seven-
category construct. That said, regardless of whether the two or seven variable construct was employed, 
we did not find the results were qualitatively altered.  
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Descriptive statistics of the main and control variables are given in Table III. As Table 
I shows, the majority of the respondents (66%) were male and (36%) were Associate 
Professors. Pairwise correlations between the dependent variable and all the other 
variables are also included. The correlations between explanatory variables are not 
distinctly high.  
<TABLE III ABOUT HERE> 
Table IV reports the results using a Generalised Least Squares and focuses on 
individual characteristics. In order to interpret the coefficients as marginal effects, we 
use a logarithmic transformation of the dependent variable.  Model 1 tests Hypothesis 
1 that argued that those who hold strong views of lists, either positive or negative, are 
likely to be more extensive users of the list. The results confirm this (positive and 
statistically significant coefficients for ‘Positive’ and ‘Negative’ views), moreover the 
magnitude of the coefficients suggest that the effect of stronger positive views on the 
use of the AJG/ABS list is higher than the effect of stronger negative views. Model 2 
examines Hypothesis 2 that predicts that those with higher academic influence (age-
adjusted life time citations) consult journal lists less extensively. The findings confirm 
that this is the case with an increase in academic influence leading to a reduction in the 
extensiveness of use of the AJG/ABS list. The results also supports Hypothesis 3 in 
that they consistently show that mid-rank (Associate Professors) and junior (Lecturers) 
scholars are likely to utilize the journal list more extensively than full Professors.   
<TABLE IV ABOUT HERE> 
Table V expands the analysis to incorporate institutional effects, examining 
whether we observe greater use of the list among middle status institutions than high 
and low status ones. The results are partially consistent with Hypothesis 4. We find that 
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academics in mid-status and low-status institutions are likely to utilize the AJG/ABS 
list more extensively than those in high-status institutions.   
As expected, we find that there is a strong correlation between the institutional 
use of the AJG/ABS list and the extent of use of the list by individuals. However, it is 
noteworthy that comparing the coefficient from Table V there is no qualitative change 
in the findings when including this variable. 
In Model 2 and Model 3 (labeled Robustness 1 and 2), we test the extent to 
which the findings are robust to the inclusion of alternative measures of academic 
influence than lifetime citations. First, we measured the Scopus’s Source Normalised 
Impact Factor (SNIP) Journal weighted outputs for each individual, based on data 
from 2008-2012, the last data available prior to the REF process. The findings show 
that this alternative metric, while correctly signed, is not statistically related to the use 
of the list. Second, we derived a measure of AJG/ABS weighted outputs. Again, this 
alternative measure of academic influence is not a robust correlate with the use of the 
list. Overall, the findings emphasize that the different conceptualizations of academic 
influence have differing outcomes on the extent that the ABS ranking is used.  
<TABLE V ABOUT HERE> 
 In addition, we find evidence that academics who have obtained their PhDs in 
the UK are more extensive users of the list. Finally, we capture differences in 
disciplines. The survey indicated that the majority (over 60% surveyed) of academics 
considered that the AJG/ABS list was not “consistent across all fields”. Also - perhaps 
not surprisingly, given that business and management is an umbrella of subjects rather 
than a defined discipline - the list has been adopted unevenly, where disciplines such 
as accounting, economics and finance embraced academic rankings much earlier and 
more extensively than others (Adler and Harzing, 2009). We do find evidence of 
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differences with Business History, General Management, Ethics and Social 
Responsibility and Social Sciences, all using the list less extensively than other subjects 
within business and management. We also find that women use the list less extensively 
than men, perhaps reflecting their being less well served by them (Özbilgin, 2009).  
DISCUSSION 
Univalent (strong) attitudes are shown to be highly predictive of behaviour (Connor 
and Sparks, 2011) in contrast to ambivalent (weak) attitudes resulting from conflicting 
perceptions held of an issue or object where loose cognitive associations in memory 
creates a lack of bias leading to behavioural inconsistencies towards the issue or 
object (Bargh et al, 1992; Bassili, 1996; Lavine et al, 1992). As ambivalent attitudes 
are relatively unstable over time, they are weaker predictors of behaviour than univalent 
attitudes (Lavine, et al, 1998). What is interesting about our findings is that both 
positive and negative univalent attitudes correlate with extensive use of journal lists 
(although unsurprisingly the positive views are held by the most extensive users). The 
extensive use of journal lists in professional practice by academics with univalent 
negative views may be explained by the influence of social norms whereby culture and 
administrative procedures of their business school make the use of lists both normative 
(use in CVs and staff discussions) (Willmott, 2011) and mandatory (use in appraisal 
and promotion) (Agyemang and Broadbent, 2015). Therefore academics with lower 
academic influence and lower academic rank will use journal lists as a vehicle for 
increasing reputation and promotion (Butler and Spoelstra, 2012, 2014; Macdonald and 
Kam, 2007; Mingers and Willmott, 2010; Tourish and Willmott, 2015; Willmott, 
2011). There is a nuance to our findings in that they show that the different 
conceptualizations of academic influence have differing outcomes on the extent that 
the ABS ranking is used. A plausible reason is that our measure is aged adjusted life-
time citations as this provides a long-run measure of academic influence measuring the 
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extent of an academic’s work used. In contrast, of the journal ranking based measures, 
one is constrained to the REF window, and is thus a shorter run measure. However, we 
acknowledge that, as far as we are aware, there is little research that examines how 
scholars conceive the difference between journal rankings and citations, or the extent 
that some individuals may trade-off between citations and rankings.  
The institutionalization of journal lists such as the AJG/ABS list within business 
schools has a highly socializing effect upon behaviour regardless of strong negative 
views held by individual academics (Agyemang and Broadbent, 2015). The use of the 
AJG/ABS list is linked to the desire for promotion and advancement in career for 
younger academics who know the REF ‘game’ having studied in the UK and who wish 
to demonstrate influence by targeting top journals (De Rond and Miller, 2005; Malsch 
and Tessier, 2014; Mingers and Willmott, 2013; Willmott, 2011). Hence the finding of 
the strong link between extensive list use and extrinsic motivation for being an 
academic. Ambivalent attitudes are associated with least use of journal lists, explained 
by the mismatch between cognition and emotions leading to inaction. Ambivalence 
could be the result of ambivalent attitudes within academics’ work environment (views 
and behaviours held by significant others are not strong) thereby having little 
socializing effect upon list use.  
Individual use of the list may also relate to the status of their institution, given 
that our findings show clear differences between extensive journal list use and the 
rankings of Business Schools. We found that both mid and lower status institutions (21-
50 and greater than 50) make more use of the AJG/ABS than high-status institutions 
ranked 1-20. For high-status business schools which use the journal list the least, their 
reputation has been established over a long period of time and they will have already 
attracted academic staff with good reputations. For these organizations, the set of target 
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journals is fairly well established and limited in number. These institutions are liable to 
follow international expectations for business schools, such as the UTDallas list of 
journals or the FT list, rather than align themselves with national norms. The mid-status 
institutions who use journal lists most extensively wish to be ranked according to 
academic performance and move into the high-status positions, of which utilizing the 
AJG/ABS list is perceived as a significant feature. In contrast to the top institutions, the 
mid-status business schools view each incremental increase in rank as an achievement 
to be broadcast to alumni, students and staff and it is where one would expect to find 
the fiercest competition for reputation as there is both much to lose and gain.  
A key purpose of journal ranking lists like the AJG/ABS list is to act as a tool to 
help shape and inform decision-making about research performance. It is proposed as 
a way of enabling researchers to target quality journals (Kelly et al, 2009; Morris et al, 
2009; Morris et al, 2011) and thereby acts as a mechanism to attach value to research 
conducted within business schools. However our research exposes a deeper 
undercurrent of what is valued within business schools as indicated by the profile of 
those who use the AJG/ABS list most extensively. It confirms that the powerful 
institutionalizing effects of the AJG/ABS list upon academics in business schools 
(Willmott, 2011) has greatest resonance with early to mid-career researchers within low 
and middle ranked institutions. Here the AJG/ABS list is used extensively for a wide 
variety of professional activities by academics who are both positive and hostile 
towards the list. These academics also exhibit greater extrinsic motivation in their work. 
This profile supports many critical discussions in the literature on journal rankings 
which note the gradual shift in academic values from a concern with freedom of 
intellectual endeavour to an instrumental pursuit of highly ranked journals that trumps 
research foci and intellectual interest (Agyemang and Broadbent, 2015; Alvesson and 
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Sandberg, 2013; Harley, 2002; Hussain, 2015). This “gradual readjustment” has been 
discussed by Butler and Spoelstra (2014) who note that academics may be compelled 
to participate in list use despite being hostile to the principles of the AJG/ABS list and 
in such a way that submission patterns are changed to target journals which may be less 
appropriate for their work. Extensive list use as shown by our survey reinforces not 
only individual norms, but also institutional norms of behaviour as a gradual culture of 
gamesmanship develops (De Rond and Miller, 2005; Mingers and Willmott, 2013; 
Willmott, 2011). There then follows perceptions of professional identity by academics 
that are wholly intertwined with the AJG/ABS list, a critical point made by Hussain 
(2015) and Nkomo (2009) who note that such professional sunk costs make any critique 
of journal lists unacceptable.  
We would therefore expect the acceptance of these new academic values to be 
more nearly complete, since Harley’s (2002) survey following the 2002 RAE. As 
Harley noted, while academics were divided over research selectivity, they were united 
in compliance with perceived demands - a behavioural imperative which has no doubt 
solidified changes to professional identity such as the use of ranking lists over the last 
30 years, since the first research assessment exercise in 1986. Our research shows these 
new academic values are most entrenched in the middle and low ranked institutions and 
enacted by junior and mid-career researchers, particularly those with UK PhDs, who 
will set the norms of professional engagement for future generations of researchers. 
The socialising effect of targeting lists for publication as part of these values is not to 
be underestimated, shaping as it does, the research strategy of young academics.6 While 
Harley focused on the co-opting of peer review for managerial ends, the use of the 
                                                 
6 We contacted the Chartered Association of Business Schools who pointed out that PhD student 
registrations are common suggesting this mechanism may indeed be an important one. 
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AJG/ABS list for almost every significant professional practice by academics may be 
seen to have a similar impact in directing research priorities and academic goals.  
CONCLUSIONS 
This research has heeded the call by Hussain (2015) for further in-depth surveys 
of academic attitudes to lists to be conducted. It would seem that the use of AJG/ABS 
list is greatest among early and middle stage academics working in low and middle 
status business school organizations. Here the perception is of a pervasive use of the 
AJG/ABS list. Moreover, it is clear that strong opinions of the list – both positive and 
negative – shape its use. Greater indifference to the list arises from seniority and 
membership of elite (top 20) research status institutions. Only academics within elite 
UK Universities can partly insulate themselves from the auditing effects of national 
journal lists, although they may be subject to pressure from international lists or 
metrics. 
Although it is common among business and management faculty to be critical of 
the AJG/ABS list, the list itself is a product of a wider shift in research assessment 
towards more formal, measurement based methods of assessment, as part of a 
reorientation to the ‘audit’ society (Power, 1997). This pattern is widespread across 
academic sectors and in different national contexts. In part, it is driven by the desire by 
governments to make research systems more ‘accountable’ in various ways to the 
publics that fund them. It is also part of the growth of rankings, lists and league tables 
by public and private actors, trying to specify the status of different higher education 
institutions and departments against each other across a wide range of criteria. Indeed, 
the widespread use of these rankings by the higher education institutions themselves 
for promotion and performance assessment helps to create a self-reinforcing cycle of 
institutionalization. The growth of these assessment systems may also stem from the 
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increasing availability and computational power of metrics for research assessment 
themselves. The case of business and management in the UK could be seen to represent 
an extreme case, where the patterns observed in other domains are magnified due to the 
institutionalization of ‘the list’ by powerful actors within the system and its 
‘acceptance’ by members of the profession. 
It is also clear that there are a wide range of lists of journals in circulation, and 
each of these lists imposes a hierarchy upon research assessment. Even if the AJG/ABS 
list did not exist, research managers would have access to other lists, such as the FT list 
or UTDallas list, and tools, such as journal citation rankings, to rank the quality of an 
individual’s outputs against others. Moreover, the wide availability of research 
measures at the institutional, journal and individual level make it difficult to return to a 
‘pre-list’ era where research assessment was conducted largely by peer review. It is also 
not clear that traditional peer review of research assessment, provides a ‘purer’ form of 
assessment given the inherent biases and structures of peer review itself. For example, 
the REF peer review typically relies on the views of a small number of individuals, 
working in confidence. The particular interests, background or biases of these 
individuals and how these shape the assessment process are unknown. In other 
countries, such as Italy, it is possible to obtain information about the reviewer scores 
for individual research outputs and explore whether the backgrounds of the assessor 
themselves shape the nature of the assessment (Geuna and Piolatto, 2016).  
What is perhaps unique to business and management in the UK is the 
pervasiveness of the use of the AJG/ABS list across a wide range of institutions. Within 
less than 10 years since its development, the AJG/ABS list has become embedded and 
institutionalized, creating a self-reinforcing cycle of use and attention by faculty, 
research managers and external actors. As it stands the AJG/ABS list remains a 
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lightning rod for a range of critiques of the broader range of changes in the higher 
education sector, in general, and business schools, in particular. We hope by providing 
new, rich information we have been able to help inform this debate by bringing some 
evidence about who uses these lists, helping to open a wider conversation about their 
(de-)merits. In this vein, it is our hope that in exposing the increasing institutionalisation 
of the AJG/ABS list, we preserve the professional autonomy of academics to engage in 
reflexive critique. 
There are several limitations to our research approach. First, our study deals with 
perceptions towards and use of the AJG/ABS list and the systematic evaluation of how 
the process was actually managed would make a potentially interesting contribution to 
the literature. Second, our study is based on a survey of academics at a single point in 
time. We are unable to say how the use of the list changes individuals’ behavior or 
attitudes, since we have only a snapshot of these views. Greater processual research is 
required to understand how the use of, or attitudes about, the list shape subsequent 
behavior and attitudes. Third, we have focused on the AJG/ABS list rather than research 
assessment in general. It is not clear whether the results we found would apply equally 
or differently to peer review based forms of research assessment, such as the REF. 
Morever, our study does not focus on institutional practices of research assessment, but 
rather individual’s perceptions of these practices. Future research could explore the 
relationship between how institutions assess research and how individual academics 
perceive these assessments, examining incongruities between the formal practices and 
the views of the individuals subject to them. Fourth, our approach focuses on business 
and management researchers, and therefore we are unable to comment on how other 
fields of research respond to metrics. Future research could explore inter-subject 
differences in attitudes to metrics and lists. Fifth, we do not explore how key actors 
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may be responsible for diffusing the use of the list, for example by academics moving 
between institutions. Finally, although we have attempted to provide a ‘neutral’ 
approach to the use of the AJG/ABS list, drawing upon the literature that sees positive 
and negative aspects of this list, such attempts at ‘neutrality’ may disguise latent biases 
among the research team about the nature of the list itself. We hope that in making our 
research approach clear, we can encourage others to continue this line of research in 
the future, building a richer understanding of how the use of journal lists is shaped by 
attitudes, personal characteristics and institutional context.  
By bringing attention to the perceptions and uses of journal lists by academics 
themselves, we hope to help inform wider debates about the merits or demerits of these 
lists, and how these assessment mechanisms are understood, used and shaped by the 
academics upon which they are imposed. 
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